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NEWS RELEASE
UD WINTER MINI-COURSE TRACES HISTORY, TRADITION OF
BLUEGRASS MUSIC IN THE MIAMI VALLEY
DAYTON, Ohio- They came North from Appalachia looking for work, carrying little
in the way of material possessions. But the poor who migrated to Ohio after World War IT were
rich in musical tradition, a tradition that flourished and remains strong in the Miami Valley.
University of Dayton professor Kurt Mosser will discuss Dayton's heritage as a
"hotbed" of bluegrass music in "Working on a Building: Labor History and Bluegrass in the
Miami Valley," a winter mini-course for UD students beginning Feb. 6. The course will run from
7 to 8:45 p.m. on four consecutive Tuesday evenings through Feb. 27.
An associate professor of philosophy, Mosser will leave logic behind and assume the
role of bluegrass aficionado for the new mini-course. The curriculum is designed to show
students how bluegrass came to the area and how a culture is represented -and parts of it
maintained- through the music it plays and listens to, he said.
"The Miami Valley has had and continues to have a particularly rich and lively tradition
in bluegrass music," said Mosser, a longtime fan and musician. "Much of this tradition is due
to the influence of those who were raised in Appalachia and traveled North seeking work,
especially during the post-war industrialization era.
"Because they were so poor, and because there were no jobs available where they were,
these folks had to leave their homes and lifestyles behind to find work. Their music allowed
them to maintain an idealized connection with their former lives and heritage- that's why a lot
of bluegrass lyrics are about family and home and traditions. The music let them reminisce
about the good things and forget about the bad things, like poverty."
Mosser attributes bluegrass' staying power to several factors, including its easy access to
families. A guitar player who also "pretends to play" banjo, Mosser enjoys playing and singing
bluegrass favorites with his wife and two children, ages 2 and 4. "The kids know the music and
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they'll sing and dance and have fun," he said. "Most people don't come home at the end of the
week to sit down together and play chamber music, but they will play their guitars and sing. It's
a tradition that's been handed down through families.
"There's a real bluegrass subculture and a lot of opportunity to enjoy the music in and
around Dayton," he added. "For instance, there's a place in Xenia that has a bluegrass jam on
Saturday nights, and people young and old will gather in the parking lot and play. And you can
usually find something like that at two or three places locally every weekend throughout the
year."
Although he admits there are those who don't appreciate the distinct sound and style of
bluegrass, Mosser said its roots are respectably deep and culturally diverse. "A lot of people
make fun of it, but bluegrass has a lot of connection with jazz- and there's even an argument
that bluegrass was blues for white Southerners," he said. "Its roots are actually a blend of Irish
and Scottish fiddle music with banjo music, first brought to America by slaves from Africa. In
the '20s, most jazz bands had a banjo."
Though steeped in tradition, bluegrass remains popular by being equally versatile,
lending itself to style adaptations such as the contemporary "newgrass" made popular by Bela
Fleck, Sam Bush and other grass virtuosi, he said. Defining newgrass as "bluegrass played by
people who grew up listening to rock and roll," Mosser said the offshoot style appeals to a
younger generation- one that has taken the music in a "whole new direction."
In the May 2000 edition of Bluegrass Unlimited magazine, Mosser published "Fred
Bartenstein, In the Right Place at the Right Time," about the Yellow Springs resident and
bluegrass scholar who Mosser dubbed "the perfect combination of Walter Cronkite and Tammy
Wynette."
Bartenstein, who currently serves as host of the Bluegrass Pickin' Party from 8 to 11 a.m.
Saturdays on WBZI radio (1500 AM) in Xenia, said bluegrass retains a "low-tech" appeal in a
high-tech age. "It's accessible and it doesn't take a huge investment to get involved," he said,
adding that bluegrass remains a haven for those who enjoy the sound of traditional country
music. "Country is becoming more urban and more sophisticated and continues to be crossfertilized with other music styles. In other words, country music is less country, so bluegrass is
more appealing than ever before."
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